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Crisis communication and ethics: the role
of public relations
Yan Jin, Augustine Pang and Joshua Smith
Any organization worth its blue-chip stock and facing threats from within and without
is expected to have an emergency preparedness plan in place. But more than just
putting together a business resilience plan, an organization also needs to be able to
communicate its efforts effectively and strategically to its stakeholders and its
publics.
Studies suggest that strategic communication is best represented by the enactment of
stance on a continuum, which pits advocacy on one end against accommodation on
the other. Advocacy means arguing exclusively for one’s own case, while
accommodation means entirely giving in to the other. There are 87 factors that an
organization could draw on to determine its stance, which lies somewhere in between
the continuum.
In addition to these 87 factors, three sets of variables apply. Cancel et al. (1999) identify
factors that influence the organization’s stance on the continuum before it interacts with its
publics as predisposing variables, and during interaction with its publics as situational.
Cameron et al. (2001) establish that factors prohibiting organizations from being
accommodative with its publics as proscriptive variables.
However, even with this depth of research, little is explored on how an organization can
communicate ethically with its publics during a crisis. Researchers Yarbrough et al. (1998)
suggest a need to elaborate on “the efficacy and ethical implications” when an organization
adopts a particular stance. Thus far, the only guidance is through the proscriptive variables,
which prohibit either communication or more accommodative communication when the
issue at hand violates the individual’s moral conviction or the organization’s fundamental
principles. However, during crisis, non-communicating may not be an alternative offered to
the organization.
To address this, Pang et al. (2010a) used corporate social responsibility (CSR) and conflict
literature as a basis to construct a set of six factors called ethical variables that influence the
organization’s stance before it communicates with its publics.
Insights from CSR literature provide the initial roadmap on what constitutes ethical decision-
making. Joyner and Payne (2002) point out that responsibility is ethics manifested while
Velasquez (1992) argued that having an ethical bearing enables an organization to act
responsibly. Crandall et al. (2010) suggest that CSR was closely related to ethical
management of crises.
A look at conflict literature reveals a moral bearing to ethical communication, that is, how
does one manage conflict in a manner that leads to a morally acceptable resolution. Fisher-
Yoshida and Wasserman (2006) argue that individual, organizational and contextual
influencers all play roles communicating ethically in moral conflicts.
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The six factors identified include the role of public relations (PR) practitioners; the role of
top management; exposure of organizational business and exposure to a diversity
of cultures; government influence and intervention; the nature of the crisis and activism of
the public.
These six ethical factors are anchored in an established theoretical framework called the
contingency theory of strategic conflict management (Pang et al., 2010b; Cameron et al.,
2008), whose premise is that complexity in strategic communication is best illustrated by
stance on a continuum, as described earlier. These ethical factors may influence the
organization’s adoption of ethical stance toward a given public at a given time from pure
advocacy to pure accommodation.
This study is the first step to explore these ethical factors, from the point of view of PR
practitioners in North America, whose insights based on years of practice in crisis
communication field can shed light on:
n what might constitute ethical communication during crisis;
n the role of PR practitioners in guiding/directing the organization toward considering
ethics when communicating with publics during a crisis; and
n the influence of PR practitioner and the impact of the six ethical factors on determining
the organization’s stance.
Study methodology
This study uses qualitative method for an in-depth understanding of how communicational
professionals in North America perceive the ethical factors. Interviewees were members of
the Association for Business Communication (ABC). A total of ten seasoned practitioners
(seven female and three male) from North America (eight from the USA, two from Canada)
were recruited and interviewed, from October 24, 2013, to January 20, 2014, using
purposive, convenience and snowball sampling strategies, starting with ABC members. The
interviewees all worked as in-house practitioners with at least 10 years’ experience in PR,
occupying management positions (with titles such as “director”, “manager” and
“associate”) and had experience dealing with ethical issues.
A semi-structured interview form was adopted to explore the veracity of the factors and how
they impact practice. The interview guide explored 29 questions with additional probes
related to the research questions. Themes were identified, categorized and analyzed to test
if the factors identified do indeed influence the adoption of stances.
Each interview was audiotaped, and recordings were transcribed verbatim. Analysis
occurred during and after data collection. Throughout the process, all researchers in the
team shared observer comments and memos with the research team. Observer comments
were added to the notes to include reflexivity, observations of themes, weaknesses in the
process and suggestions for modifying future interviews. Notes were also taken at the
conclusion of each interview to record emerging themes or points for follow-up in future
interviews (Rubin and Rubin, 2011). Researchers systematically analyzed transcripts
through Miles and Huberman’s (1994) data analysis procedures such as data reduction,
data display and conclusion drawing/verification.
“How does one manage conflict in a manner that leads to a
morally acceptable resolution.”
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Findings
What constitutes ethical communication during crisis?
Across the board, all interviewees agreed that ethical communication should be a criterion
of best communication practices as it is critical for the reputation of an organization, its
credibility and even the morale of the employees. More importantly, beyond having an
ethical communication guide, an organization must embrace transparency and
communicate and act ethically.
In terms of why organizations should communicate ethically during a crisis, interviewees
pointed out that it is the right thing to do as a communicator and also for the organization.
They also emphasized being credible with a wide range of strategic publics, internally and
externally, aimed at short-term and long-term organizational reputation. For example, one
interviewee said “keeping the employee interest in mind” is one of the primary reasons for
ethical communication in crisis. Another interviewee mentioned that how an organization
communicates and acts in crisis reflects on the community as it is part of the organization’s
“persona of business in the community”. Interviewees also pointed out that reputation, along
with financial and infrastructure concerns in crisis situations, is one of the most important
assets an organization has, which can help build “a strong foundation for anything that
happens in the future”.
When asked how organizations should communicate ethically during a crisis, interviewees
made recommendations in terms of both formats and attributes of crisis messaging. The
interviewees stressed the importance of an organization looking out for the interest of
stakeholders. According to one interviewee, “you have to have a very clear mind as to who
the stakeholders are and what is in their best interests”. Format-wise, interviewees
recommended that multiple, different formats of crisis information should be provided,
depending on the audiences.
Regarding the feature of ethically communicated message in crisis, “accuracy”,
“transparency and accountability”, “stepping in before the media” and “prioritize clarity
over urgency” were endorsed. Releasing crisis information that is consistent emerged
as another critical indicator of ethical communication. It means that crisis information,
provided by different people from the same organization, including top management
and spokespersons, should be the same and can be validated to ensure clarity and
accuracy. This may sound intuitive, but there have been cases where different people
within the same organization have released different sets of information (Veil and
Husted, 2012).
In terms of the challenges organizations face in attempting to communicate ethically, the
interviewees identified these:
n “how much information to reveal”, “at what time” and “at what level”, which depending
on the “nature of the crisis”, also knowing the risk of litigation and criticism internally and
externally;
“All interviewees agreed that ethical communication should
be a criterion of best communication practices as it is
critical for the reputation of an organization, its credibility
and even the morale of the employees.”
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n crisis type: internal versus external, which might be impacted by organizational culture
and prior reputation, respectively;
n lack of an organizational plan for crisis communication;
n PR practitioners’ emotional intelligence in handling crisis situations; and
n support from senior management.
Whether a coherent organizational ethical communication culture is present was viewed
critical when it comes to ethical communication in crisis situations. The emotional
intelligence of PR practitioners was highlighted across the board. Interviewees described
crisis situations as “scary” and a tendency for individuals to be short-sighted in crisis
handling. Instead, practitioners need to be mindful about their own feelings, “let cooler
heads prevail”, and conquer their own fears to step forward in the crisis situation and make
the right recommendations for the organization.
Interviewees further shared their thoughts on how organizations can overcome the identified
challenges. First, “it depends” was often mentioned to emphasize the importance of
knowing the context and the nature of the crisis, as well as stakeholders affected, which
corresponds to the tenor of the contingency theory of strategic conflict management.
Second, the interviewees said that PR leaders play the key role as “the conscience of the
organization”. Being strategic, with a clear understanding why a certain stance and/or
strategy is taken is crucial. Third, it is critical for management to be aware and well trained
in crisis communication, with a shared plan and genuine inclusiveness that brings
communication to the C-suite.
How are ethics in crisis communication perceived and defined by interviewed
practitioners in North America?
We asked the interviewees to define ethical communication during a crisis, which
many of them explained as a discipline of communicating with “transparency,
responsibility, honesty” with a full awareness and intention to be willing at any moment
to provide the most complete information possible to the publics the organization
serves, to “steer the organization towards resolving the crisis in a transparent way”.
This often depends on the nature and context of the crisis and often takes a well-
thought-out internal communication plan, taking the knowledge of “disclosure of what
people have a right to know”, which is different from providing every piece of
information.
It also takes teamwork and crisis preparation planning. One interviewee provided the
following checklist for PR and communication practitioners as a self-awareness guide
toward ethical communication in crisis situation:
n Is this the right way to do it?
n Is this the right message?
n Are we withholding anything?
“There are many ways top management can influence the
extent in which the organization can communicate ethically.
The primary role, agreed the majority of the interviewees, is
modeling ethical behavior.”
PAGE 46 j JOURNAL OF BUSINESS STRATEGY j VOL. 39 NO. 1 2018
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 S
in
ga
po
re
 M
an
ag
em
en
t U
ni
ve
rs
ity
 A
t 2
0:
11
 1
3 
D
ec
em
be
r 2
01
8 
(P
T)
n Can we be seen as not truthful to the different stakeholders? Even if withholding the
information at that point is the best thing to do, spokespeople don’t want to lose the
focus that at the end of the day everything will be known. They don’t want to lose that
focus to make sure that people understand and believe what they say.
What is the role of the PR practitioner as the moral conscience (Bowen, 2008) of
the organization in guiding/directing the organization toward considering ethics
when communicating during a crisis?
There was no consensus on whether PR practitioners should act as the “moral conscience”
of an organization or not. While a few interviewees agreed on the important role PR
practitioners play in guiding “a company to accepting and adopting different ethical
standpoints and how they deal and with the different stakeholders”, one interviewee said, “I
haven’t thought about the PR person as the moral conscience, but certainly, yes, in
situations of crisis”. Another interviewee believed “everyone is a moral conscience. That is
not one person’s job”.
Interviewees agreed that PR practitioners should reflect an organization’s core values in
their communication and connect that with others across different departments. In
dissecting the role PR practitioners play in guiding the organization toward considering
ethics in a time of crisis, PR leadership emerged as one of the most important aspects,
manifesting as “savvy” PR leaders who were engaged and involved in crisis planning,
becoming part of the crisis team and making sure people are trained in crisis PR. By doing
so, as one interviewee added, PR leaders are:
Leading the organization in the right direction in terms of understanding what audience needs
are, and understanding that they need all the different segments, which are not always going to
be the same.
Interviewees suggested that the way for PR practitioners to guide or direct the organizations
toward ethical crisis communication is for them to have a robust communication plan and
strengthen their credibility in front of the CEO and other stakeholders. PR executives need
to know “what to say”, “to whom to refer people”, “how to share things with the media” and
“how to get the cameras tactfully away from anything they shouldn’t see”.
What are the relative influences of the PR practitioner vis-A´-vis the top
management in determining how to position the organization ethically when
communicating during a crisis?
All interviewees agreed that it is critically important for the top management of an
organization to ensure that the organization communicates ethically. According to one
interviewee, “everything that goes on in the company comes from the strength or weakness
of top management”. Another interviewee mentioned, “top management has to live it [the
organization’s vision and mission], breathe it, demonstrate it through everything that they
do”. There are many ways top management can influence the extent in which the
“Top management’s preparedness, training, and perception
of communication, in regular time and crisis situations,
determine the initial stance of an organization’s crisis
communication strategies.”
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organization can communicate ethically. The primary role, agreed the majority of the
interviewees, is modeling ethical behavior by speaking about the organization’s ethical
standards and corporate values, as the top management are “ultimately the decision-
makers in a crisis”.
When asked whether the PR practitioner is considered part of top management, “it
depends” was the default initial response from all interviewees. The answer depends on the
organization’ “the respect senior management has for the practice; “the importance of
communication in a crisis”; and “how other departments in the organization perceive the
role of communication”.
With regard to leaders’ views of PR practitioners, interviewees agreed that “it depends”, on
“how active the PR function is in a company”, whether there is a negative connotation
associated with PR, whether people in the C-suite are aware of the importance of
communication and PR and the size and level of sophistication of an organization.
All of the above lead to examining the influence of PR practitioners in contributing to the
eventual decisions that the organization takes, which the interviewees viewed as contingent
on “the reputation of practitioner with the senior manager and the PR practitioners’ value
system” as well as “how top management views and understands the use of
communication”.
What are the impacts of the organizations exposure to business, government
intervention, the nature of crisis and activism on the stance in ethical elocution?
Across the board, the interviewees agreed that the external environment influences an
organization’s ethical communication, but the company must stand up to its ethical
standards, in a crisis or not. The influence, however, is often determined by different
organizations, different industries (whether industry regulations are enforced or not),
general perception of the industry, as well as the organizational leadership (stating that “this
is how we are going to act and work regardless of what our competitor is doing, regardless
of what the industry norm is”).
With regard to the influence of the organization’s diversity to different cultures, it seems
important to first define culture. Interviewees provided a broad definition of culture, which
includes both internal and external layers. Internally, it means diverse cultures within a given
organization, how open it is, and what top management believes. According to one
employee, “Diverse opinions lead to better decisions”. Externally, culture could refer to that
of an industry and a country, knowing that cultures can be talked about “in different ways
and they might have different meanings to different people”.
Government influence turned out to be a more complex factor. The majority of the
interviewees mentioned that it depends on different cultures and levels of government
regulation.
Interviewees agreed that the nature of a crisis influences the way the organization
communicates ethically. The duration (short-term vs long-term), severity (whether human
loss is involved) and cause (internal vs external) of a crisis were mentioned across the
board. For example, for a natural crisis or one not caused by an organization, it is more
likely for an organization to take a much less defensive approach in communicating and
“Consumers increasingly express interest in purchasing
more sustainable products and generally reducing their
impact on the Earth’s ecosystems.”
PAGE 48 j JOURNAL OF BUSINESS STRATEGY j VOL. 39 NO. 1 2018
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 S
in
ga
po
re
 M
an
ag
em
en
t U
ni
ve
rs
ity
 A
t 2
0:
11
 1
3 
D
ec
em
be
r 2
01
8 
(P
T)
even utilize it as an opportunity to engage the publics affected. In contrast, if a crisis is
perceived as caused by the organization or its people, it is then more likely to be defensive.
One interviewee pointed out that sometimes conflicts occur at the organizational decision-
making table, in terms of whether the organization is “going to protect the public and look
for the long-term value to the company” versus focuses on “the short-term hurt that is going
to come from taking that financial hit”.
When the influence of the activism of stakeholders was discussed, the interviewees
recommended a full assessment of the situation, including the motivation of the activist
group and what it is trying to achieve. If they are genuinely trying to get change from the
organization, the organization and the activists may work together for the common solution.
According to one interviewee:
If the activists are only out to make a point then the organization is going to put up a wall because
they know they are just going to be a straw man built up to be burned down, and they know that
their issues are not the real issues.
Discussion
Defining ethical crisis communication
PR practitioners interviewed in this study define an organization’s ethical crisis
communication as communicating with its prioritized stakeholders with accurate and timely
crisis information, during the entire crisis cycle, in a transparent, responsible and honest
way, which contributes to the overall business strategy and reputational wellbeing of the
organization in the long-term.
This type of ethical communication in a crisis takes thoughtful planning and support from
the top management. Practitioners need to be mindful and fully aware of personal,
situational and relational factors in handling such situations, for the wellbeing of the
organization and also the interest of the publics involved. The message needs to be
consistent and align with the organization’s vision, mission and core values.
“It depends” was often mentioned to emphasize the importance of knowing the context and
the nature of the crisis, as well as the stakeholders affected. From the contingency theory’s
standpoint, identified situational factors include the uncertainty of the timing for releasing
information and the level of information, to balance being transparent and also strategic.
Pre-crisis reputation is a factor as are organizational culture, support from senior
management and PR leadership. At the individual level, the emotional intelligence of a PR
practitioner is a new factor according the interview data.
How practitioners gain PR influence in ethical crisis communication
The PR practitioner’s role was looked at from “is” and “should be” perspectives. Although it
is debatable whether a senior PR person actually plays the key role as “the moral
conscience of the organization”, interviewees in this study seemed to agree that the role is
possible.
To even have a capacity for this possibility, an individual practitioner’s reputation, credibility
and relationship with top management are all crucial factors to allow them to raise issue
awareness, ensure there is a plan and a genuine understanding of the organization’s
missions and goals, and the relevance to the crisis situation at hand. To play this role well, a
practitioner should also be savvy in dealing with the media and speak the business
language within the organization.
Although top management has the final say in organizational communication in a crisis, the
interviewees identified ways that allow practitioners to be more effective in influencing top
management’s communication decision-making based on ethical standards and strategic
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planning. In the ideal scenario, a respected communication expert in the C-suite, with a
trusting relationship with the CEO and other departments, will have direct influence in the
final communication decision, which can even go beyond PR strategies to the level of
contributing to long-term business strategies. The most critical attributes include credibility
and the ability to communicate the importance of communication, based on successful
track records.
Inter-connected ethical variables influencing crisis stance
The highest weighted ethical variables, identified by Pang et al. (2010a) in their conceptual
model, are support from the top management and the nature of a crisis, encompassing both
a predisposing variable and a situational variable, respectively, according to the
Contingency Theory.
Top management’s preparedness, training and perception of communication, in regular
time and crisis situations, determine the initial stance of an organization’s crisis
communication strategies. The duration (short-term vs long-term), severity (whether human
loss is involved) and cause (internal vs external) of a crisis seem to have a direct influence
on how defensive or accommodative an organization might be. If a crisis is not caused by
an organization, it is more likely for an organization to take a much less defensive approach
in communicating and even utilizing it as an opportunity to engage the publics affected; if a
crisis is perceived as caused by the organization, then the crisis communication stance
taken by the organization can be more defensive.
Interviewees agreed upon the importance of the other identified ethical variables, namely,
an organization’s exposure to business, organization’s diversity to different cultures,
government influence and activism of stakeholders. Different business environments in
different industries and countries can have some influence on an organization’s ethical
communication. Nevertheless, interviewees shared collective belief that an organization has
the capability to stand up to its ethical standards, regardless of the influence of the
environment. The involvement of government, whether a government is a stakeholder of an
organization, might make a difference in the strength of such influence on ethical decisions.
Interviewees recommended a somewhat optimistic approach to activism, as long as the
activism group is identified as a priority among stakeholders and the issues advocated are
out of benevolent motivation toward the organization.
The interviewees identified three additional ethical factors such as employees’ participation,
media culture and organizational culture. If an organization has an open culture,
encourages employees to participate in communication at the workplace and has a large,
active media network or social media followers, the organization is more likely to take a
more ethical approach, even when there are decision-making conflicts in the short-term.
Figure 1 illustrates the interactions among the seven factors identified from existing
theoretical frameworks, along with the additional factors interviewees identified according to
their experiences.
Limitations
Interviews with senior crisis communicators in North America yielded valuable findings about
ethical crisis communication, its key factors as well as the role pracititoners play in this
process. However, this qualitative approach certainly does not produce generalizable results.
In addition, the sample could be larger and the study exclusively interviewed senior crisis
communicators in North America. Although many of the interviewees discussed managing
crises from an international perspective, future research is needed to explore to what extent
the study’s findings apply to effective crisis recovery communication outside of North America.
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Conclusion
This study attempts to test the explanatory powers of how ethical communication can take
place between the organization and its diverse publics based on Pang’s et al. (2010a)
conceptual framework. It captures the nature of complexity, sensitivity and nuances in crisis
communication practice by contextualizing these in a theory. This represents a
breakthrough attempt to further develop a contingency theory of strategic conflict
management. Despite numerous studies conducted to test the theory, little progress has
been made since its last breakthrough in 2001 to make a quantum leap in thinking and
extending the theory. The findings in this project add to the dialog, and provide guidance to
practitioners on what factors facilitate ethical communication during a crisis, particularly
when practitioners should be positioned as the “ethics counsel” (Bowen, 2008, p. 271).
Unlike other conceptual work that explores moral philosophies in ethics, this paper aims to
offer a practical approach.
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